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of the officiak of their departments done in the course of their
duties. This does not mean that they have a personal responsi-
bility at law for every act of every official; if an angry post-
man kicked a noisy dog, the Postmaster-General would not
have to appear in court to answer for the offence, though he
could be questioned in Parliament about the incident. He
could be asked what instructions had been given to postmen
about their attitude to barking dogs, how many similar inci-
dents had occurred in the past, what disciplinary action had
been taken in the case, whether compensation had been paid
to the owner of the dog out of public funds, and so on*
In fact, of course, no Minister can hope to know about
the detailed activities of the thousands of ofBciak for whose
acts he is technically responsible. The consequence is that
there is usually a clear and rigid hierarchy of authority from
the Minister down to the most junior official. Every Civil
Servant is likely to have a precisely defined sphere within
which he may take decisions; outside that sphere, he refers the
matter to a more senior official. Detailed and comparatively
rigid instructions are given to officiak at every level telling
them how they should act and how much discretion they may
use in given circumstances.
They are at all times answerable to some Minister who will
get the praise and blame for what they do, and this deter-
mines many of their actions and reactions. It was, I believe,
this fear of involving Ministers in unnecessary troubles
which led to the pernicious tradition of writing letters in
language deliberately framed so as to mean as little as pos-
sible, in the hope that since so little meaning could be at-
tached to them, they would not lead to embarrassment.2*
All this inevitably creates what is popularly known as
"red tape." M It means, in the first place, that many official
24 Bridges, Portrait of a Profession, p. 29.
25 Red cape is the colored ribbon which was traditionally used to
secure the papers in official files.